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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGERNCY
1 October 1964 :

SUBJECT: SNIE 53-2-64: THE STTUATION IN SOUTH VIETRAM

THE PROBLEM

To examine the situation as it has developed since eerly Septeniber,

|

end to assess :ltsv implications feor the US.

CONCLUSIORS.

A. Since our estimate of 8§ September 1964* the situation in South '
Vietnam has continued to deteriorate. A coup by disgruntled South Viietriam
military figures could 6ecur at any time. In any cese, we belleve t'ha,t thé
conditions favor a further decey of GVN will and effectiveness. ‘I‘he? likely
pattern of this decay will be increasing defeatism, paralysis of lea)dership,
friction with Americans, exploration of possible lines of political jjaccommoda-"

' .tionl with the other gide, ~and a general petering out of the war. effq;rt. It

¥ SWIE 53-0% , "Chances for a Stable Government in South Vietnam," dated
8 September 196k, -SRGRET.
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is possible that the civilien government promised for the end of October
)
could improve GVN esprit and effectiveness, but on the basis of 'pres%ent

.
i

indications, this is unlikely.

B. We do not believe that the Viet Cong will make any early e:.f:‘fort
to selze power by force of arms; lndeed, we doubt that they have thei
capability for such a taekeover. They will continue to expleit and ex}coura.ge
the trend toward anerchy, looking for the emergence of & neutralist %oalition

government wﬁieh they can dominate.

"
!
v

DISCUSSION
The GVN

1. Continued Political Deterioration. Political conditions in South

Vietnam have continued to deteriorave since ocur estimste of ea’.ﬂy Se;i:tember.*
Despite efforts by Prime Minister Nguyen Khanh to stabilize the si@tim,

he' has been faced with an at‘éempted coup, rioting and. demonstra.tions;% in the
northern provinces, & massive labor strike in Saigon, and an armed revolt by
Montagnard elements among the Special Forces. EKhanh's e.ut}aority, aJ.zE'eady
weakened by the Byddhist-student crisis in August, has been further diminshead,
and the degree of-ih:ls support within the military establishment is 'ﬁcréasingly

¥ 5NIE 53-5% "Chancés for & Stable Government in-South Vietnam;"dated
8 September 1964, SHIRE
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in question. Most of the non-Commmnist vower elements appear to be !ma.rking
time, pending their assessment of the civilian government which Kha.r‘lh has

promised will be formed by the end of October. !

2. The Picture in Saigon. South Vietnam is almost leaderlesé-- at. the -
present tiﬁe. General Khanh has retalned his position by meking corcessions
to various interest groups -- political, religious, students, militg:ry, §nd _
ia.bor -- which have pressed tﬁeir demands upon him. Td 'tm‘ﬁ‘,“these !gz‘bups—‘ -
st1ll seem bent on pursulng self iﬁtergst and factional qmmls aJ.quost ‘to
the point of anarchy. A lack of sense of purpose and an absence of Edirection
fram above have se_riously q.'f‘?ected'morale ami created passiveness a.nd apathy
within tﬁe ‘elvil law enforcement agencies. Government ministries 1ﬁ Saigon

S ..a.'r,e_.eluae to & gtandstill, with only the most routine operations goi;.ng on.
Cabinet ministers, as well as second-level bureaucrats, freely exprgjss their
pessimism, end even though US and GVN officials are again me.eting on pacifica-
fion and other joint planning, these meetings ‘a.re not being followed by

action from the Vietnamese side.

3. GVN Military Morale and Effectivemess. The continuing ,diéi,a.rrs.y

of the Saigon government, power struggles within the military leadexrship,
and the activities of self-seeking politicians and religious 1gaders: have

adversely affected morale within the military establishment. Howevér, the -
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the existing level of effectiveness of combat operations does not ‘se;em to have
been seriously affected as yet. Nevertheless, contimuing pelitical jinstability
would elmost certainly aggravate such longstanding deficiencies in tl&e |
Vietnamese militaz"y effort as inadequate motivation, initiative, ana‘ argressive-
reés. A continuing lack of firm direction, snd further squebbling a;‘nong

senior officers in particular, could depress the morale of the troopsfs and
junior officers to the critical point. Although the GVN armed forces have

long hed s high rate of desertion by individuals , ‘there have been no' important
unit desertions or defectioms. If mii:lta.ryr morale continues to dec.'il.ine,‘.
however, desertion and’defections within both the military and param:;i.litary '

|
services may occur' on a larger scale, perhaps even by organized units.
!
L. Signs of Defestism in GVN Leadership. High-ranking ARVN o:fficers

have confessed to US officers deep discouragement at the lack of 1eaﬁersh1p
and direction. The J-3 of the Joint General Staff has indicated tha:l; he
feels little remson even to discuss further pacification planning; v{a.rious
high-ranking field commanders have expressed similar pessimism;. and {Z}eneré.l '

'Khanh himself has shown signs.of being overwhelmed by his responsi'biiities.

5. The Situation in the Countryslde. The near paralysis of g&vemment

, i
initiative in Saigon appears to be spreading rapidly to outlying areas.

Although the southern.aress still appear relatively unaffected by the|crises
of the past several weeks, govermmental suthority has declined seric‘;iasly in’
the northem coastal provinces where provineial and police offiqials:;j are

apparently receiving little guldence from Saligon. In such urban cenjiters as

R

TETETeSR-LLT
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Hue, Danang, Qui Rhon, and Nha Trang, Vietnamese commanders have repealfte‘dly

failed to Intervene in civil disturbances and ribting on the grounds 1;;heiy

lacked precise orders; in some instences, actual authority has passed éby

default to extremist "vigilante" groups, such as the "Pe;;i; ';_S—a,lvat;:on

(or Revolutionary) Council”™ (PRC). The nature of the provincial bme&ucriﬁ'“’“"
is such thet it cen rock along for considerable time, cerrying ocut :exi“stins
programs despite political deterioratioﬁ in Saigon. Nevertheless, .coxf#tinued
confusion and inaction in Saigon, or another coup, could rapidly prodﬁ%ce a

eritical deterioration in government in the countryside. A slippage ifx morale

.- and-in progrems-smong provincisl .administrations , -8t _lea.st_in..the cenﬁ}-al

provinces, has already begun. ;

6. 'The Peoples Revolutionary Council (PRC). . The PRC has established

local councils in ma.ny'coasta.l cities and may seek to form a chapter :!.}n Saigon,
where two PRC. leaders have recently been named to the new 1T7-men High ﬁaﬁional
Council. The aims of the FRC are not clear, but the local councils sefm
vulnersble to Viet Cong penetré.’cion, and the fact that they have ass'uni%d )

. government powers in some v'prcvine:la.—l cities tends to undermine 'Saigqn's: con-

trol and to' demage the morale of civil servants.

T The Montagnard Prq‘blem. _ The Rhade revolt of 20 September and the

co;:tinuing pbssi'bility of further and more general uprisings by the quta;@a.rds

pose an immediate and very seriocus problem for the GVN. The Montagnards have
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& violent dislike for and distrust of the lowland Vietnamese, snd have sowght -
sutonomy for years. The Vietnamese on their part look down on the Montagnards;
until recently, the GVN has usually ected in & manner which has widené?d rather
than lessened the breach between the two. The problem has been furth%r com-

pounded by constant and father intensive Viet Cong political and psyc;i:ological
agitation among the Montagnards, playing on their aspirations and ,.the:‘li.r-dislike

: |
of the ethnic Vietnamese. Resentmernt over the killing of some 7O Vietnamese

by tribesmen during their revolt will make it extremely difficult for %Ethe ,
E {

GVK to offer settlement terms acceptable to the Montagnards. Thus, tt:lere

will probably be continuing disorders in the Highland areas, diminishing

cooperation with the GVN, and increasing Viet Cong influence.

8. Offsetting Considerations. Although the signs of deterioraﬁion are

many and clear, there are offsetting considerations that reduce the 1ike_lihoqd .
of sudden collapse and afford some very slim hepe that the trend can be a.rrésj;ed.
The Vietnamese people have a long record of resilience in the face of ‘?adversity;
the ability of the peasents and even of urban elements to continue noii'ml
patterns of life despite political disorder makes fozf some degree of ﬂasic
stability. The routine tunc'tions of gcverhment st1ll work fairly normelly;
business does go on; and the streets are not places of constant terrof. Dis-
couregement over the absence of leadership and the progress of the war has

not yet led to cells for ending the fighting. Few if any of the many groups

now seeking to enlarge their powers regard an accommodation with the Commnists

-6
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as consistent with their interests. Finally, the military :Lnstmmenta.]%ities

of pacification still exist and retain significant capabilities.

B bl
9. Tensions in US-GVN Relations. . In the last month or so, there has

been & disturbing increase in e.nti-Americé.n éentiment at various 'l'eirélsi .of
Vietnamese sociefy. Recent d_emonstr’a.fiqns in Hue, Da Neng, Qui Nhom,' .aind Mha Trang
heve had definite anti-American overtones. These were probably attrib&;tabie |
in part to Viet Cong sgitation and incitement, but in some measute the:} seem e;lso
‘ ‘to have reflected a genuine irx'ita.t:[o'ﬁ at the Americans for verious rea}sons
having no direct connection with Viet Cong activity. For its pa:gt; thej
Buddhist leadership, whether anti-Communist or not, 1s imbued with intéi,nse
nationalism which has at times manifested itself in oppositlon to US pqiicies.
| end actions. Suspicion of US motlves and concern over US involvement 1n
internal policy is growing a;noné the top echelons of the GVN, and, most
imﬁorbéntly, ‘on the part of Khanh himself,

10. GVN Contacts with the Commnists. The principal GVN leaders have
not to our lmowledge been in recent contact with the Comnmnistg » but there
has been et least one instance of 1nfoma.1 contact between a lesser 'goveii‘nmenta.l '
official and members of the "Natioral Liberstion Fromt," which is a creation
of Hanoi. Moreover, tﬁéré are numerous potential channels of comu.uice,;tion

‘between: the present GVN leadership and the DRV authorities, and these could

very likely be used without US knowledge.

W
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11. Coup Possibilities. Although no definite coup plsns are kmown to

be afoot at the moment, we believe that further coup attenmts are liﬁely,

l
given the a.m'bitions s Qiscouragement, and bitterness prevalent emong certain
key South Vietna.mese military and civilian figures -- a.nd the compa.ra:.tive

ease of mounting & coup attempt in the present deteriorating scene. |

I

12, Alterns.tives to Present GVN Léadership. Preésent plans call for the

establishment of a new, broadly-based, and predominantly civilia.n govern-

ment by the end of October. Such a govermment might do better than the pre'sent
one, but the odds are against its having the cohesipn and eﬁ"ectivem%ss
necessary to arrest the current decline. No visible alternative seen{is any
more promising. Indeed, we cemnot presently see any likely source of real
leadei-ship ; no Magsaysay hes yet sppeared. None of the military pei-s"ona.lities
and factions seems capable of commanding a sufficiently broad spectrum of
support. Of nommilitary figures, the Buddhist leader Tri Quang is the
strongest political personelity and has demonstrated talents for leadership
and orge.niza.tion., But he apparently desires to avoid such responaibﬂity,

and a Tri Quang Smrnment would face strong oppos:Ltion from militant Catholics s
some of the military, and certa.in other groups. Not least, it would 'be a
difficult government fpr the US to work with, and some of its major plolicies'

would almost certainly not be consonant with US interests.
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The Viet Cong

13. Viet Cong Policy. There are numerous signs thet Viet Cong é;gents
have played a role in helping sustain the level of civil disorder whic%h has
récently prevailed in the cities of South Vietnam; they hm'r'e;alsosa'ffiefcfed :

the tone and direction teken by some recent protest demonstrations. 'fheir ‘
hand was evident in the recent riots in the capital of Binh Dinh Province, .and
they may have alreedy penetrated the PRC, Viet Cong propagande thrmghout
September has increasingly called upon the people to take advantage of the
government's confusion by pressing on all fronts. This capitalizing c%n

unrest is an old polic.;yj vhat is new is the rich opportunity presented by

the collapsing of GVN authority. The Viet Cong have apparently decided that
heightened efforts on their part will reduce the country to near a_,na.rc;hy and
the govermment to impotence, bringing an early victory in the form of ia
negotiated truce and & "neuiralist" government dominsted by their Natiional
Liberation Froﬁt. Although these heightened efforts may include some G‘ba:btalion—
sized, or larger atbacks, we do not believe that the Viet Cong are trying to
‘fo‘rce & military decision at this stage. Rather, they w-.lll continue stressing
small-scale terrorist a.‘ctivity aimed at furthering the. breakdown of aqglminis—

tration and the decline of faith in the government. 1

ik, vViet go_ng__(}_agabilities In the Cities. Viet Cong strength 1n the

cities hes almost certalnly increased substantially in recent months. We
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base this conclusion on our general reading of the present situation rather -

'

than on specific kz;owledge of current Vi& Cong essets, In the closjing days
of the Diem regime, Vietnamese police and security agencles had a fajiirly.
good reading on the nature and extent of the Viet Cong apparatus ;n.;it.'hje_' o
capltal aree, and it did not conmstitute a ser‘ious threat at that tix:;.e 7
Immedistely following the November 1963 coup, howe'ver, Colonel Tra.n iBa Tha.nh‘
be;:e,me Deputy Director of National Police. There sre strong grounds for »
believing thet Thanh may be a Commnist agent; in any event he released some
key Viet Cong prisoners, destroyed Viet Cong dossiers in police a.rchives s

" and pla.ced et least one known Viet Cong agent in & key position withlin the
police structure. Although Thenh was ousted when Khanh seized powezj, the
Saigon police and security services have not recovered their é.nti-Co]nmmnist
capabilities. The fact that Commmist agitation still remains under careful
cover, however, suggests that the Viet Cong intend still to husband [these

{

assets and not risk them in a premature takeover attempt.

i
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